Véciay Havel on the temptations of political power

On May 28, 1991 President Vaclav Havel of Czecheslovalda accepted the Sonning Prize for his contribution to Europeam civilization. The
biennial prize has been awarded by the University of Copenhagen since 1950. This is the text of Havel's acceptance speech.

The prizc I've been honored with today is usually given o intellectuals, not to politicians. L am obviously what can be called an inteliecmal,
but at the same tite, fate has determined that 1 find myself - literally overnight - in what is called the world of bigh polities.
With your permission, T would like to talre advantage of my unusual expericnce and try to cast a critical eye of an intellectual on the

phenomenon of power as 1 have been able to observe it so far from the inside, and especially on the nafure of the tempiation thet power
TEpresents. e R S

[P

Why is it that people long for politicel power, and why, when they have achieved it, are they so reluctant to give it up?

In the first place, people ate driven into politics by ideas about a befier way to organize society, by faith in certain values or idesls, be they
impeccable or dubious, and the irvesistible desire w fight for these ideas and turn them into reality.

In the second place, they are probably motivaicd by the natural longing every human being has for self-affinnation. s it possible to fmagioe
4 more affractive way to affirm your own existence and its importance than that offered by political power? In essence, it givesyou a

remendous Oppoitiiity (6 16ave Your mark, i the broadast SEAsE, on your surroundings, to shape the world arcund you in your own image,
io enjoy the respeet that every political office atmost automatically bestows upon the one whe holds it.

In the third place, many people long for political power and are so reluctant to part with it because of the wide range of perks thetare
necessary part of pelitical life -~ even under the most democratic of conditions.

These three categories are always, I have observed, intertwined in complicated ways, and ai times it is almost iipossible to determine
which of them predominates. The second and thivd categories, for instance, are usually subsumed under the first category. 1 have never met
2 politician who could admit to the world, or even fo himself, thet he was running for office ¢nly because he wanted to affivm RIS own
ipoTiance, or because he waried fo enjoy the perks that come with poliiical power. On the corirasy, we all repeat over zred over Tt we
“EaTe not aboui power as such but about certain general values. We say it is only our sense of responsibility to the community that compels
us to take upon ourselves the burden of public office. At times, only God Himself knows whether that is true, or simply a more palatable

way of justifying to the world and cursetves our longing for power, and our need to affism, through our power and ifs reach, that we exist in
a truly valid and respectable way.

The situation is made more complicated because the need for self-affirmation is not essentially reprehensible. It is intrinsically humar, and
I can hardly imagine a human being who does not long for recognition, effirmation, and a visible manifestation of his own being,

1 am one of those people who consider their term in politica] office as an expression of responsibility end duty toward the whole
comumunity, and even as 2 sort of sacrifice. But, observing cther politicians whom I know very well and who mske the sarne claim, I feel
compelicd again and again to examine my own motives and ask whether | am not beginning to deceive myself. Might 1not be more
concerned with satisfving an unacknowledged longing for self-affinmation -- 2 desire to prove that | mean something and that therol g and that therefore 1
exist - than 1 am with pure public service? In short, I am beginsting to bave suspicions about myself. More precisely, my experience so far

“With politics and politicians compels me to have these suspicions. In fact, every new prize I receive compels me to be a dogree more
suspicious.

The third category of reasons for desiring political power -- longing for the advantages power brings, or simply getiing used 1o those
advantages -- deserves special attention. It is interesting fo observe how diabolical the temptations of power are, precisely in this sphere.
This is best observed among those of us who have never held power of any kind before. Bravely, we used to condemn the powerful for
enjoying advantages that deepened the pulf between them and the rest. Now we ourselves are in power,

We are beginning, inadvertently but dangerously, tc resemble in some ways our coniemptible precursors. It bothers us, it upsets us, but we
are discovering that we simply can't, or don't know how to, put a stop to it.

1 will give you several examples.

It would make no sense whatever for a government mirister 0 miss an important cabinet discussion of 2 law that will infiuence the country
for decades to come simply because he has a toothache and has to wait al} afiernoon at the dentist's vntil his tum comes. So - in the
interests of his country - he arranges to be freated by » special dentist, someone he doesn't have to wait for.

Tt would ceriainky not make senss for a politician to miss an important state meeting with a foreign colieague simply because he has been
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It would serteinly not make sense for 2 president oF 2 prime minister to miss such 2 reeting simply because his car is canght in a wathis
jamn, so he has the special right to pass cars that sre shead of him or to go through red lights, and in bis cese the waflic police wolerate it

Tal

it would certainly make no sense for a politician to waste valuable time sweating over & stove and cooking an officiel meal fora
counterpart from abroad. So he has a personal cook and waiters to do it for him.

¥ would cerizinly make no sense for the president's coolt to go from butcher shop to butcher shop like anornal homemakey in 2
postsocialist country in search of meat good encugh to offer without shame fo an impottant guest. So-special deliveries of supplies are
arranged for prominent people and their cogks.

Tt would certatnly make no sense if 2 president or 2 premier had te look ap numbers in the telephone book kimself and then keep trying
again and zgain until he reacked the person eor vrtil the line became fiee. Quite logically, then, this is done by 2o assistant.

To sum up: | goto a special doctor, T don't have to drive g car, and iy driver need not lose his temper going through Prague at 2 snail's
pace. I needit cook or shop for myself, and I needn't even dial my own telephons when [ want 1o talk o someone.

In other words, | find myself i the world of privileges, exceptions, perks; in the world of VIPs who gradually lose track of how much
burtter or & steetcar ticket costs, how to make & cup of coffee, how 1o drive a car, and how o place a telephone call. I find myself or the
very threshold of the world of the communist fat cats whom, I bave criticized all my fife.

g worst of all, everything has its own pnassailable logie. it world be langheble and contemptible for me {0 miss 2 meeting that served
e interests of my country becavse ¥ had spent my prasidential thne in a dentist's walting room, or lining up for meat, or nerveusly baitling

the decrepit Prague telephone system, or engaging in the hopeless task of finding a taxi in Pregue wher I am obviousty ot from the West
nid therefore not in possessicn of dollars,

But where do logic and objective necessify stop and excuses begin? Where does the interest of the counfry stop and fixe love of privileges
begin? Do we know, and are we at alt capable of recognizing, fhe moment when we cease io be conosrmed with the imterests of the coutry
for whose sake we tolerate these peiviliges, and start to be concerned with the advantages themselves, which we excuse by appealing to the
interests of the couniry?

Regardless of how pure his infentions may otiginally have been, it tekes a high degree of self-avrarcness and critical distance for someons
in power - however well-meaning at the siart - 1o recognize that monrent. { myself wage a constant and rather unsuccessiul siruggle with
the advantages [ enjoy, and I would not dare say that I can always identify that moment clearly. You getused to things, and gradually,
without being awars of it, you may lose your sense of judgement,

Again, being in power makes me permanently saspicious of myself. What 1s mors, 1 suddenly have a greater understanding of those who
ave stariing 1o lose their battle with the tempiations of power. In aitemipting to persuade themselves that they are sifil rmerely serving their
country, they ncreasingly persuade themselves of nothing more than their own ercsllence, and begin to take their privilsges for granted.

There is something treacherouns, delusive, and ambiguous in the temptation of power. On the one band, political power gives yvou the
wonderful epportunity to confirm, day in and day ows, that you reatly exist, that you have your own undeniable identity, that with every
word and deed you 2 leaving a highly visible marlk o the world around you. Yet within that satne political power and it everything that
logically belongs to it lies a teible danger: that, while prefending to confirm our existence and owur identity, politicel power will in fact rob
us of themn.

Someone who forgeis how to drive & car, do the shopping, make himsslf coffee, and place 2 telephone call is not the same person whe had
Imown how to do those things 21 his life. A person who hed never before had to look into the lens of a television camera and now has to
‘submit his every raovement to its waichful eye is not the same person he once was.

He becomes a ceptive of his position, kis perks, his office. What apparently confis his identity and thus his exisience in fact subtly takes
thai identity and existence away from him. He is no longer in control of himself, because he is controlied by something else: by his position
and its exigencies, its consequences, its aspects, and its privileges.

There is someibing deadening sbout this temptation, Under the mantle of existential self-affirmation, existence is confiscated, alienated,
deadened. A person is transformed {nio & stone busi of himssif. The bust may acesntuate his undying importance and fame, bui at the same
time it is no more than 2 piece of dead stone.

Kierkegaord wrote Sickress unio Death. Allow me io paraphrase your sxcellent countrymen and cein the phrase "power unto death.”
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What may we conghude from this?
Certainly not that it is improper to devoie oneself to politics because polities is, in principle, immoral.

What follows is something else. Politics is an arca of human endeavor that places greater stress on moral sensitivity, on the ability to reflect

critically on oneself, on genuine responsibility, on tasie and tact, on the capacity to empathize with others, on a sense of imaoderation, on
humility. It is & job for modest people, for people who camnot be decelved.

Those who claim that politics is a disty business are lying to us. Politics is work of & kind that requires especlally pure people, because it is
especially easy to becorme morally taiuted, ’

So easy, in fact, et a less vigilant spicit may not notice happening it at all.

Politics, therefore, cught to be carried on by people who are vigilans, sensitive to the smbiguous promise of self-affirmation that comes
with it,

I have no idea whether I am such a person. I ondy know that T ought to be, becanse 1 have accepted this office.
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